Introduction to an Exemplary or Innovative Element of Our Doctoral Program

Description of exemplary or innovative element

The comprehensive exams are a truly innovative element of the Interdisciplinary English Education PhD Program.  They consist of three articles of publishable quality.  Each year, students are asked to select the best paper that they have written.  Students then work closely with English Education faculty to convert their chosen papers into publication ready documents.  The end goal is for students to publish in journals that reach teachers.  When they graduate, students enter the job market with publications on their vitae.  This often helps our graduates secure faculty positions at respected institutions of higher education.  

Details of the element

 When does this element appear in the doctoral program? (first year, second year, last three years, etc.)

The comprehensive process starts the very first year.  From the beginning of their studies, students are encouraged to participate in research projects.  Initially, they are not required to defend the work that results from their participation in these projects, only to take part in the projects themselves. The ideal situation is for them to work closely enough with either their chair or another committee member that by the time they have finished their coursework they will have two of their papers accepted for publication.  Then they can concentrate on one more paper and their dissertation prospectus.  

  Who is responsible for conducting or implementing it? (course instructor, all advisors, students, teaching and learning center, etc.) 

The student’s chair is responsible for guiding the student.  However, all faculty members are available to assist students in writing their papers.  As a result of the English Education PhD Program’s interdisciplinary nature, students have the opportunity to work with faculty within the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences’ English Education program as well as the College of Education’s Language and Literacy program. Ultimately, however, it is the students’ responsibility to keep the process moving forward.  

  Is it required or optional? 

The completion of three articles of publishable quality is required in order for students to advance to candidacy.  

  Why and when was it instituted?

This innovative method for completing comprehensive exams was instituted when English Education became part of the Interdisciplinary PhD program.  Within the last three years, English Education has developed a more national focus drawing students from around the country.  

What educational purpose does this element serve?

This innovative way of conducting the comprehensive exams helps program faculty see who among their students can communicate beyond their own campus and who needs extra support and help.  It emphasizes that writing is a very important component of scholarship.   It is serves as a test and prepares students for the future, both in obtaining initial employment and in earning tenure.  The process encourages and even demands original thinking.  It is this innovative thinking that marks the difference between a paper for a class versus a paper for publication.  Students do not actually have to have their papers accepted for publication, but they do have to have them judged “publishable” by their committee.  And so far, all candidates have had at least one of their papers published by the time of their comprehensive exam.  

What data or evidence tells us that this works?

The program is relatively new, and all six graduates have secured tenure track positions at respected universities.  Faculty members pay attention to the program and keep in touch with graduates.  In fact, former students often send faculty notifications of publications.  In addition, English Education faculty recently met with current and former students at the NCTE convention in Indianapolis to discuss the program.  Through these steps we are building more of a sense of a community. 

Reflection from a faculty member
I feel more motivated to work on students’ papers when it is for the purpose of publication.  Because I am working with one student at a time, I am not swamped as when I am grading research papers for a class.   The students are also more motivated and feel a continuing sense of accomplishment as they move through the program.  We are pleased that our students are keeping their eyes and ears open to what is happening in the world of education so that they can spot good topics for researching and writing about.   They do not complain about the process because they can see that the hard work translates into jobs, and because they will be in the habit of going beyond their teaching to write, they will have a head start on earning tenure.   

Alleen Nilsen 

Reflection from a student

Replace this paragraph with a 100-150 word reflection describing your experience of this element in practice from your point of view as a student. How has this affected your experiences and behaviors (completing requirements; conducting research and scholarship; preparing for your future career; acquiring knowledge, habits of mind and skills to succeed in the discipline)? Do you believe that this is a positive aspect of the doctoral program? Why?
Insert photo of student author.
